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Introduction
In contemporary society human resources are among the most important values.
Therefore, it is imperative for all institutions, especially those of higher education, to develop and implement policies and procedures guiding and supporting employees in their career 116 development. For many countries implementation of career development strategies and programmes is proving to be a challenge because of gender inequality.
UNDP (2011) data, the Female FTSE Report (2010) (Vinnicombe et al. 2010 ) and other statistical sources and research data indicate that the rates of women's presence in leadership positions is very low in different business sectors, on a global scale, despite attempts to implement various strategies and policies for women's career development (Bagilhole and White 2011; Powell 2010; Davidson and Burke 2011) . Women make up 40 % of the global work force and the teaching profession is almost completely feminized and yet women are underrepresented in leaderships positions in education (higher, in particular) outlining a pattern according to which "women teach and men lead" (Vrcelj 2014:25) .
In the context of European integration efforts, Serbia has initiated over the last two decades the process of incorporating gender equality as a principle of universal human rights and one of the key requirements in establishing democracy, social peace and justice. Data reveal that despite the well-defined legal framework and public policies the level of gender equality is lower (40.6% for 2014) than the average for the European Union (52.9% for 2012) (Babović 2016:33) . Data provided by the Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia for 2013 show that men hold 66.46% of leadership positions and women 33.54% in different business sectors, pointing to a massive underrepresentation of women. This trend is also visible in higher education as indicated by several studies (Markov 2006; Pejatović and Orlović-Lovren 2015) .
It is particularly important to note that with the rise of authority and power in a leadership position the representation of women is even further diminished (Markov 2006:266) .
The goal of this study is to explore the very cause of (under)representation of women in leadership positions in higher education institutions at the University of Novi Sad (hereafter University) with a special focus on mentoring and networking.
In the following sections of the paper we discuss the theoretical framework of mentorship and networking and the methodology used, followed by the data analysis and a discussion of the findings; finally, we present our conclusions, the implications and limitations of our research, indicating possible directions for future research.
Literature Review
Women with leadership potential in different business sectors, including higher education, face different obstacles in their professional career as indicated by numerous studies (Bagilhole and White 2011; Frank Fox et al. 2011; Pereira 2007; Vrcelj 2014; Prijić-Samardžija, Avelini Holjevac and Turk 2009) . In this paper we focus on mentoring and 117 networking as important challenges, i.e. obstacles, for women in reaching leadership positions at the University. We understand the term "challenges" as situations in which women professors face obstacles, including the demanding circumstances that make it hard for them to reach leadership positions.
Mentoring
Mentoring in higher education includes socialization of employees in the spirit of the institutional culture and support for career development, or according to Quinn's definition:
"Mentoring is a voluntary learning relationship that offers personal development for the mentee" (2012:3). According to the same source, there are three types of mentoring: formal, informal and peer mentoring (Quinn 2012:4) .
Formal mentoring represents a specially designed mentoring programme developed and implemented by the university. Within the programme each mentor is listed alongside with the place, time and duration of the mentoring programme. This is a method meant to reinforce informal partnerships that have always been present in the workplace and mostly available for men, although there have been some efforts lately to make them more accessible to women, too (de Vries and Webb 2005:574) .
Informal mentoring represents a direct relationship of an older and a younger member of the university meant to help the latter acquire relevant skills so as to be able to reach influential individuals in their profession who exert a direct influence on their carreer development.
Peer mentoring is non-hierarchical, mentor and mentee having an equal relationship.
This type of mentoring facilitates communication and leads to better information exchange and emotional support of the mentee. It is the most frequent type of mentoring to be found in an academic environment.
Generally speaking, mentoring has numerous advantages and benefits for both mentor and mentee. The mentor directs the mentee in their career planning, provides psychological support and encourages awareness-raising. Mentoring leads to institutionalized recognition for the mentor, expands their competencies and also provides personal gratification.
Research shows that women face more obstacles in their professional advancement and that mentoring proves more of a problem for women than for men (McDowall-Long 2004:521; Tharenou 2005:78) . Mentoring is particularly important for women with less professional experience since for them the substantial experience and knowledge of the mentor provides the encouragement necessary for their further development or improvement of their leadership 118 potential (Abalkhail and Allan 2015:156) . Women are very often reluctant to seek out a mentor due to fear of being misunderstood either by the mentor or by other employees in the organization. As a result, "it is more difficult for women to seek and get help from a mentor than it is for men." (Acker 2008:292) . Some studies indicate that women find it easier to seek other women as mentors in their career development as they feel more comfortable, both socially and professionally. (Tharenou 2005; McDowall-Long 2004) .
On the other hand, several authors demonstrate that lack of mentoring is a factor that hinders women's professional advancement and their access to leadership positions (Airini et al. 2011; Peters 2011; Blackwood and Brown-Welty 2011) . In an academic context, mentoring 
Networking
The old saying 'It is not what you know, but who you know' has a host of implications when it comes to career development strategies and policies.
Although the literature offers a plethora of definitions for networking we have chosen to define it as human behaviour that relates to developing, maintaining, changing and abandoning relations with others (Benschop 2009:221) . Networking also determines activities among people as they try to develop relationships with those that could contribute to their career development (Singh et al. 2006:459) . According to Terhi at al. (2017:270) networking is made up of connections and relations between academic staff members that are not primarily focused on the job but represent personal relations (friendship, partnership). Networking is a technique that triggers information exchange, opportunities and sources within and outside an organization (Hassan et al. 2017:4) .
Networking can be tackled from two perspectives: formal and informal. Formal networking represents the relation between employees based on their position in the organization, where they share professional knowledge and other elements that relate to their career. Informal networking is based on personal awareness of potential and competencies, 119 provided that potential is sufficient for success and higher ranking in the organization (Durbin and Tomlinson 2010: 625) .
Establishing effective relationships between younger and older staff members is instrumental to career development (Durbin and Tomlinson 2010:625) . Networking provides opportunities for career development and access to the highest leadership positions in organizations (Ismail and Rasdi 2007:154) . Many studies point to a positive relation between networking and publishing academic papers in high impact factor journals, especially when we consider that publishing is a most important requirement for career advancement in higher education (Warner, Carapinha, Weber, Hill and Reede 2016:6) . Furthermore, networking with others facilitates the acquisition of new knowledge, provides professional references and is a source of new information. (Hassan et al. 2017:5) .
Numerous research studies centre on the gender aspects of the structure and success of networking (Durbin and Tomlinson 2010; Forret and Dougherty 2004) . Lack of or weak networking has a negative effect on women's professional growth (Linehan and Scullion, 2001:825) , and it is one of the most frequent reasons for the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions in higher education and in general. As severe constraints are placed on their time due to family and domestic obligations, women tend to use their networks for psychological and emotional support rather than for career development whereas men use their networks for self-promotion and for increasing their visibility in the organization (Tonge 2008:486) . According to more recent research, networking has a significant positive effect on women academics' career advancement and this is primarily reflected in positive changes in promotion, salary and goal achievement (Arokiaswamy et al. 2011 qtd. in Hassan et al. 2017 .
Research Methods

The Context of the Survey
The research was conducted at the University of Novi Sad, founded in 1960 as the second largest university in the Republic of Serbia. It is a non-integrated university, made up of 14 independent faculties operating as independent legal entities and two scientific research centres.
Considering the topic of our research it is important to highlight the position of women in the academic community. First, there are few women in top and mid level leadership positions (chancellor, vice chancellor, dean), even though we often find women leading large research programmes financed by the state (Savić 2015:10) . Also, there are significant gender disparities in various scientific disciplines, some being more open to women: medical, 120 technological and natural sciences, whilst others are less so: civil engineering, electrical engineering etc (Savić 2015:7) .
The Subject and the Aim of the Research
The subject of our research is identifying the causes of women's (under)representation in leadership positions at our university. The focus is placed on mentoring and networking seen as important factors influencing the career advancement of women and their access to leadership positions at the university.
The research objectives are as follows: Interviews were conducted in the mother language of the interviewees (Serbian) and for this paper their excerpts have been translated into English. Interviews were conducted individually at a place and time that suited interviewees. Before the start of the interview the interviewees were informed about the purpose of the research and they were reassured that the interview would remain confidential and anonymous. Subsequently, all interviews were transcribed.
Data Analysis, Findings and Discussion
For the gender balance analysis of the teaching staff at the University we have used data for 2014/2015 provided by the University. If we look at the gender structure of the total number of teaching staff at the University we note that the differences in the representation of men and women are not prominent. Data show that men hold around 52% of the total teaching positions and women around 48%.
Considering the scientific disciplines next, the gender balance of the teaching staff Gender balance is achieved only in the Academy of Arts (see Chart 3).
Chart 3 Gender balance of vice deans at the University of Novi Sad (2014/2015)
Based on the presented data, we can conclude that, although there has been a noticeable increase in the number of women among assistant professors, women are still underrepresented in the senior ranks of full professor and associate professor. Holding a higher rank is one of the formal requirements for university staff to become eligible for the position of deans and vice deans. Furthermore, even though there are no gender differences in terms of academic capital, women, compared to men, need greater support in networking and lobbying to be able to reach leadership positions (Markov 2006:266) . As vice deans women are again underrepresented.
They perform significant organizational tasks and yet they still do not hold any real power. leadership positions, and we can note that few women hold this position, we have to ask ourselves how power works in the academic context. As it is evident that women are at a disadvantage when it comes to power sharing at the University, this question raises the necessity of an in-depth analysis of the possibilities of change in this area.
Experiences of Women Professors in Mentoring and Networking in the Process of Reaching Leadership Positions
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Qualitative analysis of the data collected from the interviews with women professors confirms the existence of obstacles for women in reaching leadership positions (mentioned in the literature overview) and also enables deeper insight into their experiences in mentoring and networking, for example, how they handled obstacles in their leadership career path. Analysis also indicates several other aspects that exerted influence on their leadership career (overtime work that has a marked negative effect on private life; the University is very reluctant to accept leaders from other segments of society; previous leadership experience is of great importance; men-only networks exert greater influence in the selection process not only for leadership positions but also for access to senior academic ranks).
Most of the interviewees remarked that they did not have a formally appointed mentor which represented a significant obstacle for them in reaching a leadership position. Some new data that surfaced during interview analysis was that lack of a mentor presented a significant obstacle for the interviewees even after they had reached a leadership position, particularly during the initial period when they were still settling into the new position. Most of them had to manage their new leadership role on their own and only with the assistance of the University support services. Some of the interviewees remarked that they received significant support from informal mentors, mostly peers and persons who previously held leadership position at the University, but also outside it:
I did not have a mentor. I received support mostly from the people outside the University as I came from another profession. It was hard, especially at the beginning when I became a leader. It took me some time to understand how the University works. It is very difficult for University people to accept someone from the outside; they prefer to see someone from their own ranks take a leadership position. 
Conclusions
In the last two decades in the context of European integration, the Republic of Serbia has given due attention to creating and implementing different documents and policies on • Necessity to organize mentoring programmes, especially for women with leadership potential;
• Existence of informal mentoring, mostly by peers, as a significant form of support in the process of reaching leadership positions;
• The strong role of the support services at the University, especially in the initial stage of a leadership career;
• Marked significance of previous leadership experience within or outside the University;
• Networking is very important in reaching leadership positions, especially for women;
• Creation of women academic networks is important as they foster development of suitable conditions and provide support for women with leadership potential;
• Networking is more significant for women as emotional and psychological support;
• It has a positive effect on leadership;
• It is often one of the non-objective criteria that has a strong influence in the selection for leadership positions;
• Networking grows in significance for the senior leadership positions at the University.
Implications of the Study
The theoretical importance of this research lies in its contribution to the theoretical and research corpus of knowledge related to gender aspects of leadership in higher education. One of the key questions is identifying the cause of underrepresentation of women in leadership positions at the university. Most of the studies centring on this problem have been conducted in the context of western countries, whereas our research project is one of the few relating to the social and cultural environment of Serbia.
The practical value of this research project resides in its attempt at incorporating gender equality principles in the strategies, policies, procedures and, hopefully, future gender equality plans at the University, creating a positive and stimulating space for women with leadership potential. Setting up special mentoring programmes with the aim of empowering women for leadership would be of further practical significance.
131
Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research
The most evident limitation of the study is the relatively small sample it uses -only one university in Serbia, with its specific social and cultural context.
Considering all of the above, future research should incorporate several universities in Serbia, expand the sample to include men and conduct a comparative research with neighbouring countries which are European Union members.
